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ABSTRACT 



This report suggests that organized opponents of 
tax- supported school vouchers purposely issue inaccurate statements about 
parental school choice, suggesting that their widespread efforts seriously 
contaminate discussion of this policy issue. Section one suggests that a "big 
lie" strategy is being used by organized school voucher opponents, defining 
it as the intentional, repetitive issuance of inaccurate claims long after 
evidence shows them to be untruths, partial truths, and distortions. Section 
two describes uncritical media reporting of hyperbolic claims that expanding 
parent options through more school choice poses a threat to basic American 
institutions. Section three presents a case study of how poor reporting and 
editorial decisions by the New York Times have misled the general public 
about school choice research. The paper concludes by looking at the 
consequences of deception. (SM) 



Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made 
from the original document. 



UDUo4Zol 



CO 



Q 

“ MARQUETTE 

UNIVERSITY 




U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
Office of Educational Research and Improvement 
EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION 
CENTER (ERIC) 

This document has been reproduced as 
received from the person or organization 
originating it. 

□ Minor changes have been made to 
improve reproduction quality. 



• Points of view or opinions stated in this 
document do not necessarily represent 
official OERI position or policy. 



PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS 
BEEN GRANTED BY 

\\ A otik/ 

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 

1 



Institute for the Transformation of Learning 



Office of Research 




By 

Howard Fuller, Ph.D., Marquette University 
And 

Kaleem Caire, Black Alliance for Educational Options 

April 2001 9 1 BEST fiDPY AVAILABLE 



Table of Contents 



Purpose and Organization of this Report i 

Introduction 2 

Section One: The big Lie Strategy 5 

Section Two: Northern Ireland, Kosovo, Slaveowners, 

Racial Segregation, and Threats to Democracy 21 

SECTIONTHREE: WHAT THE NEW YORK TIMES DID NOT TELL ITS READERS 30 

CONCLUSION: THE CONSEQUENCES OF DECEPTION 38 




I 

( 



About the Authors 41 

Aboutthe Institute for the Transformation of Learning 42 

About the Black Alliance for Educational Options 43 



| 

I 




3 



Purpose and Organization 

of this Report 

We argue in this report that organized opponents of tax-supported school vouchers 
purposely issue inaccurate statements about parental school choice. Their widespread 
efforts seriously contaminate discussion of this important policy issue . 1 

A large number of untrue statements involve the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program 
(MPCP), America’s oldest and largest public voucher plan for low-income families. Many 
other inaccuracies involve programs in Cleveland and Florida, where tax-supported 
vouchers are available to low-income students, students with learning disabilities, and 
students at low-performing schools. 

We encourage the print and broadcast media to cast a public spotlight on perpetrators of 
misinformation about school choice. The news media should hold participants on all sides 
of the debate accountable for their statements. 

Following an INTRODUCTION, the report is organized as follows: 

Section One describes the “Big Lie Strategy” of organized school voucher opponents. We 
define the Big Lie Strategy as the intentional and repetitive issuance of inaccurate claims, 
long after evidence shows them to be untruths, half-truths, and distortions. The strategy 
relies on matter-of-fact news reports of false statements. The strategy is abetted greatly 
when initial news reports are repeated by other media outlets. 

Section two describes increased media reporting of hyperbolic claims, from supposedly 
reputable sources, that expanding parent options through more school choice poses a 
threat to basic American institutions. At the same time that such claims are reported by 
many outlets, the mainstream media have provided scant attention to research suggesting 
that such claims are irresponsible. These claims often employ the classic strategy of 
knocking down a straw man, with school choice opponents attacking non-existent school 
choice programs that have no practical chance of ever being enacted. 

SECTION THREE is a case study of how poor reporting and editorial decisions by The New 
York Times have misled the general public about important school choice research. 

The phrase “school choice” has numerous meanings. In this paper, the phrase refers 
exclusively to tax-supported school voucher programs. 



We provide many additional examples to the list of lies, half-truths, and distortions that Howard Fuller 
identified in a previous report. See Howard Fuller, “The Saturation Campaign of Lies and Distortions 
About Educational Vouchers,” presented at the Second Annual Symposium on Educational Options 
for African Americans, sponsored by the Institute for the Transformation of Learning (ITL), Marquette 
University, March 2-5, 2000, 
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Shoniqua Ray, Milwaukee 
Parental Choice Program 



Introduction 

Tom Brokaw, anchor of the NBC Nightly News, is a frequent contributor to “Dateline 
NBC,” which NBC News calls its “signature primetime broadcast.” 



During an October 29, 2000 broadcast about the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program 
(MPCP), Brokaw used his formidable credibility to support a frequent cridcism of those 
who oppose existing school choice programs. 



Brokaw might be 
the most prominent 
journalist, but he is 
hardly the first, 
to circulate 
inaccurate claims 
about existing 
school choice 
programs. 




Specifically, Brokaw claimed that private schools may use selective admission policies in 
choosing MPCP students. As a result, Brokaw asserted that private schools “can pick 
and choose” MPCP students and thus do “not have to take the kids who are the most 
expensive to educate.” In contrast, alleged Brokaw, public schools “can’t choose” their 
students. 

j Brokaw’s description likely was persuasive to millions of viewers. Yet, as we explain in 
, Section One, he was wrong. His errors could have been avoided through basic research 
on the MPCP, the law authorizing the program, and the admission policies of the 
Milwaukee Public Schools. 

The truth is essentially the opposite of what Brokaw claimed. In Milwaukee, selective 
admissions criteria are widespread in public schools, whereas private schools may use no 
i such criteria when it comes to choice students. When private schools are oversubscribed 
with choice students, they must use a random lottery to admit applicants. 

Brokaw might be the most prominent journalist, but he is hardly the first, to circulate 
inaccurate claims about existing school choice programs. 

i More than a year before his “Dateline NBC” segment, the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel 
documented the widespread circulation of falsehoods about school choice programs. 2 

Reacting to the Journal Sentinel report, a Wisconsin State Journal editorial stated: 

. “Whether you’re for or against Milwaukee’s school choice voucher program, 

you’ve got to deplore the lies that opponents are telling — lies that get national 
attention, and frequently go [uncorrected].. .Scrutiny is one thing. Lies are 
1 another.” 3 

i 

While the Journal Sentinel and State Journal correctly pointed out that public discussion 
of school choice programs is rife with falsehoods, it is regrettable that few in the media 
i have joined them in reporting or condemning this misinformation campaign. In fact, 



Joe Williams, “School choice attacks often fail accuracy test,” Milwaukee journal Sentinel , Septem- 
ber 6, 1999. 

Wisconsin State Journal Editorial Board, "Truth about voucher program,” September 20, 1999. 
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careless journalism itself, by figures as noteworthy as Brokaw, contributes greatly to the 
spread of school choice untruths. 

Much of this propaganda effort is perpetrated by well-financed interest groups that oppose 
school choice. These groups do not appear concerned with carrying out an honest dia- 
logue. Their lies, half-truths, and distortions contaminate discussion of an issue that affects 
educational outcomes and choices for millions of America’s most disadvantaged children. 
Thus, the impact of such misinformation is immense. 

When presented with legitimate evidence of errors, opponents of school choice routinely 
refuse to retract or alter their initial statements. Rather than debate the issue on its 
truthful merits, they often continue to propagate fear and thus actively prevent a thought- 
ful, factual discussion of the issue. This creates a climate where more lies, half-truths, and 
distortions are encouraged. 

While perpetrators of lies and innuendo know that they are masking the truth, recipients 
of the tainted information often do not. Elected officials and the general public are often 
misled as they seek to determine their opinion about this critical issue. 

Information from The Poynter Institute, a training organization for reporters, shows how 
even a well-regarded journalistic resource can contribute to the spread of untruths about 
school choice. Poynter describes its mission as follows: 

“...to help journalists do their jobs better and to serve their communities [by 
providing] journalists with reliable information, useful tools, and provocative 
suggestions ...” 4 

At Poynter’s website, under “What are school vouchers?,” reporters are directed to four 
sources: 

• The Wisconsin Education Association Council (WEAC), the largest teachers’ union in 
Wisconsin. 

• The American Federation of Teachers (AFT), the second largest national teachers’ union. 

• The National Education Association (NEA), the largest national teachers’ union. 

• Public Agenda, an independent public policy organization. 

As we will show, the first three of these recommended sources are sponsored by organiza- 
tions that generate substantial false information about school choice. 

Ironically, content at the fourth recommended source, sponsored by Public Agenda, 
direcdy illustrates the need for more critical reporting of false statements propounded by 
the other three. 

Specifically, Public Agenda reports that the public knows little about school choice and is 
in need of more accurate information. Public Agenda warns that: 

“[W]hile leadership debate on these issues is thriving, most citizens have only the 
vaguest notion what terms like ‘voucher’ and ‘charter school’ mean, much less 
how these ideas might affect their own lives. For most people, these issues are not 
much more than words in a newspaper headline. ‘Oh yeah,’ focus group partici- 
pants are wont to say, ‘I saw something about that . . .’ 



http:// poynter.org/dj/shedden/ 020501 .htm. 
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Our concern is 
not with honest 
errors....Rather, 
our main concern 
is with known 
falsehoods, 
circulated long 
after evidence 
reveals them as 
flat-out wrong. 



“The news media have an especially important challenge that won’t be met by 
recycling partisan slogans or channeling reporters’ energies into meticulous 
| tracking of court batdes — assuming that everyone understands what’s really at 

stake. These issues may not be ‘hard news,’ but journalists must find ways to 
! help the public absorb these ideas and their implications. People need a clear 

explanation of how these ideas might work, why people support or oppose 
them, and what the unanticipated consequences might be .” 5 

I Media disclosure of inaccurate and misleading statements about school choice is of 
! particular importance, given heightened discussion of such policies following the election 
; of President George Bush. 

| Our concern is not with honest errors. We do not argue that all misinformation about 
; school choice is intentional. Indeed, an inevitable and healthy part of public discourse 
! involves the process whereby participants correct errors that are brought to their 
! attention. 

I Rather, our main concern is with known falsehoods, circulated long after evidence 
I reveals them as flat-out wrong. These falsehoods often originate and are spread by 
organizations with multi-million dollar budgets, organizations that know fact from 
fiction but ignore the distinction. 



! 

i 



( 



i I 




http://www.publicagenda.org/specials/vouchers/voucherintro.htm. 

7 



Section One: The 
Big Lie Strategy 

“It’s time to get the truth out” about school choice. 



So proclaimed Lu Battaglieri, president of the 147,000-teacher Michigan Education Associa- 
tion (MEA). 6 




Branda Santos and her sons Michael 
and Leonardo, Cleveland Scholarship 



and Tutoring Program 



Battaglieri often failed to heed his own advice. As one example, he made the completely 
false claim that when vouchers were tried in Milwaukee, public schools there “lost some 10 
percent of their budget, some $200 million...” 7 



The Associated Press reported this untrue claim as fact. Soon, former First Lady Hillary 
Clinton repeated a version of Battaglieri’s fiction before a convention of the National 
Education Association (NEA). 8 The claim then was included in matter-of-fact national 
coverage of Ms. Clinton’s remarks. Later, Democratic Party consultant Robert Shrum 
repeated a similar false claim in a CNN debate with former Wisconsin Governor Tommy 
Thompson. 

The quick journey of Battaglieri’s false statement, from Michigan to Ms. Clinton and on to 
the national media, epitomizes the “Big Lie Strategy,” apdy explained by author Os 
Guinness: 



“[A] big falsehood repeated over and over is more effective than a small one.” 9 

The Big Lie Strategy requires three elements for “success:” (1) perpetrators willing to misstate 
facts; (2) reporters who don’t check statements for accuracy; and (3) other reporters, who 
read initial stories and repeat inaccuracies in their own copy. 



“[A] big 
falsehood 
repeated over 
and over is more 
effective than a 
small one.” 



The many examples we present are but a small sample. They share common characteristics: 

• They are demonstrably false or intentionally misleading. 

• They are widely reported. 



• The truth rarely catches up. Corrections, if made, are obscure. Freestanding stories about inaccu- 
racies — such as the Journal Sentinel's September 1999 piece — are very rare. 



6 Battaglieri’s statement appeared on www.mea.org during the campaign preceding the November 7, 
2000 Michigan ballot initiative involving school choice. 

7 Williams, “School choice attacks often fail accuracy test,” 1999. 

8 Ibid. 

9 Os Guinness, Time for Truth - Living Free in a World of Lies , Hype, & Spin (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Books, 2000), p. 119. 

o 
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• Some reporters legitimize and camouflage false statements by presenting them as a “point 
of view” with an opposing “point of view” (often, the facts), offered for “balance.” 



! ! The Big Lie Strategy begins in one of two ways. 

; | 

! | • Sometimes, attacks on school choice are made where there is no clear evidence — one way or the 

; I other — as to their veracity. Here, voucher opponents appear content to cast the policy in a 

| negative light without specific evidence. 

! I 

j • On other occasions, untrue statements are issued in spite of clear evidence that they are 
| j inaccurate. 

j 

j In either case, inaccuracies, half-truths, and distortions become what we call “Big Lies” 

| through sustained repetition, long after evidence shows the statements to be wrong. 

i 

! j Four common examples of Big Lies are that existing voucher programs: 



| 

! 



1. Use selective admission practices to “cream” the “best” students. 

2. Do not serve students with special learning needs. 

3. Will “destroy” public education. 

4. Do not improve the academic achievement of voucher students. 



{ j We demonstrate below the inaccuracy of these claims. We describe untruths, half-truths, 
j j and distortions that have become Big Lies through sustained repetition, long after 
j j evidence shows them to be inaccurate or when no evidence is presented to support their 
] | accuracy. 



Big Lie #1: Voucher programs use selective admission practices to “cream” 
the “best” students. 



| | 

j j BIG LIES FACTS 

j I “[C]hoice schools [in Milwaukee] are... picking and 
j : choosing what children they want [but public schools] 

I | cannot turn away anyone who comes to their door.” 

I I Wisconsin State Rep. Christine Sinicki, November 
| j 1999, in testimony on Wisconsin Assembly Bill 342 



I ! 

{ t 



1 
| 

i 
s 

| 10 Howard Fuller and George Mitchell, “Selective Admission Practices? Comparing the Milwaukee Public 

Schools and the- Milwaukee Parental Choice Program,” Current. Education Issues 2000-01, Marquette 
' University, ITL, January 2000. 



Rep. Sinicki made this statement at a public hearing in 
Milwaukee. As a former member of the Milwaukee 
Public Schools Board of Directors, Rep. Sinicki was 
thoroughly aware at the time of her statement that 
many individual public schools routinely screen 
students based on academic ability and special 
education needs. Howard Fuller and George Mitchell 
have extensively documented this. 10 

As for Rep. Sinicki’s claim about choice schools, two 
months earlier the Journal Sentinel article on choice 
inaccuracies (Note 2) reported: Tor the record, no 
student has formally complained of being denied 
admission to any [choice] school for [the] kinds of 
reasons” cited by such choice critics as Rep. Sinicki. 
We know of no such claims from a parent or family in 
Ohio or Florida, the other two states with public 
voucher programs mainly for low-income families. 
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BIG LIES 



FACTS 



“In Milwaukee, thousands of eligible students didn’t 
participate [in the Choice program because]... they 
couldn’t find schools that would accept them. 
Because, you know, the corollary of parents having 
choice is that the schools do the selecting of the 
children. And suburban schools around Milwaukee 
would not take the children.” 

AFT President Sandra Feidman, NPR’s ‘Talk of the 
Nation” on January 8, 2001 



Further, Wisconsin, Ohio, and Florida law all contain 
random selection provisions. 

Ms. Feldman’s statement, made earlier this year, is 
plainly erroneous and is at odds with numerous published 
evidence. 

The Milwaukee program allows students to attend private 
schools only within the city of Milwaukee, not the 
suburbs. 



Contrary to bogus claims that voucher programs “pick and choose” students, random ! 

selection lotteries are required when the number of choice students exceeds available space ' ! 

in Milwaukee, Cleveland, and Florida. While the laws vary, they almost completely , . 

preclude screening based on ability and special needs. 11 This is especially so in comparison : 
to what occurs in many public schools. For example, the Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS) | 
routinely screen admission to individual schools based on a student’s academic ability, 
prior behavior records, special education needs, or other factors. 12 This is the case in many i i 

large school systems. : 

In her January 8, 2001 appearance on National Public Radio’s “Talk of the Nation,” AFT ! : 

President Sandra Feldman perpetuated the blatant lie of selectivity. She boldly, and , ] 

incorrectly, told host Juan Williams: j ; 

“You know, there were lots of private schools [in Milwaukee] that just wouldn’t ! ( 

take children, or children started school and ended up getting kicked out.” ! i 

Feldman gave no proof. She cited no one familiar with the Milwaukee program, including 

the state’s Department of Public Instruction (DPI), as a source. And, as is so often the 

case, this Big Lie went unchallenged. j 1 

Other versions of this Big Lie have circulated for years. j j 

: i 

BIG LIES FACTS 



“Vouchers aren’t helping the children they were 
designed to help: students doing poorly in low- 
performing public schools.” 

Former North Carolina Gov. James Hunt, 1999 

“Vouchees] siphon the best students from public 
schools...” 

People for the American Way ; 1999, www.pfaw.org 



As we demonstrate on the following page, state- i 

sponsored evaluations of the Milwaukee and Cleveland i 

programs show that these claims are false. 13 [ 

l 

Further, in Florida’s A+ Opportunity Scholarship Program, ! 
students are eligible for choice only if they attend schools j 
designated as “failing” by the State Department of ; 

Education. | 



Contrary to 
bogus claims 
that voucher 
programs “pick 
and choose” 
students, random 
selection lotteries 
are required 
when the number 
of choice 
students exceeds 
available space 
in Milwaukee, 
Cleveland, and 
Florida. 



“A Comparison — School Vouchers: The Continuing Experiment,” The New York Times , March 14, 2000. 
Based on “Tax -Supported K-12 Voucher Programs — Key Legislative Provisions,” ITL Office of Research, 
January 2000. 

Fuller and Mitchell, “Selective Admission Practices? Comparing the Milwaukee Public Schools and the 
Milwaukee Parental Choice Program,” 2000. 



13 




John Witte, et al., “Fifth Year Report — Milwaukee Parental Choice Program,” Department of Political 
Science and Robert M. La Follette Institute of Public Affairs, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1995. See 
www.lafollette.wisc.edu/ research/ publications/. Wisconsin Legislative Audit Bureau (LAB), “An 
Evaluation: Milwaukee Parental Choice Program,” February 2000. Kim Metcalf, “Evaluation of the 
Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring Program, 1 p.96-1 999,” September 1999. See www.indiana.edu/~iuice. 
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Numerous independent evaluations show these claims to be untrue. 

• University of Wisconsin Professor John Witte, DPI’s official evaluator of the Milwaukee 
Parental Choice Program (MPCP) from 1990-1995, found that: 

“The demographic profile [of Milwaukee’s program] was quite consistent over 
each of the [first] five years... [S]tudents who ultimately enrolled... were from 
very low-income families, considerably below the average [Milwaukee Public 
Schools — MPS] family and about $500 below the low-income (free-lunch- 
eligible) MPS family.. .Blacks and Hispanics were the primary applicants. ..both 
being over represented compared with [MPS].. .Choice students were 
considerably less likely to come from a household in which parents were 
married. ..Prior test scores of Choice students [showed they] were achieving 
considerably less than MPS students and somewhat less than low-income MPS 
students.” 14 

• More recendy, Wisconsin’s nonpartisan Legislative Audit Bureau (LAB) stated: 

“As intended, the [MPCP] appears to be serving children who meet statutory 
requirements related to low income... In addition, the program serves pupils 
whose overall ethnic composition is similar to that of Milwaukee Public 
Schools (MPS) pupils. In the 1998-99 school year, 62.4 percent of Choice pupils 
were African-American, and 61.4 percent of MPS pupils were African- 
American.” 15 



“The [Cleveland] 
scholarship 
program effectively 
serves the 
population of 
families and 
children for which 
it was intended 
and developed.” 



; • Similarly, Ohio’s official evaluator of the Cleveland program, Kim Metcalf of the Indiana 

1 j University School of Education, observed that: 

l | 

i j “The [Cleveland] scholarship program effectively serves the population of 

1 ; families and children for which it was intended and developed. The program 

! was designed to serve low-income students while maintaining the racial 

; j composition of the Cleveland Public Schools. . .The majority of children who 

i participate in the program are unlikely to have enrolled in a private school 

1 without a scholarship.” 16 

| In addition, Manhattan Institute Senior Fellow Jay Greene provides the following 
; | regarding tax-supported and privately-financed voucher programs: 

“The average income of families participating in the Milwaukee program was 
$10,860. In Cleveland the mean family income was $18,750. In New York it 
was $10,540. In D.C. it was $17,774 and in Dayton it was $17,681. In 
Milwaukee 76% of choice students were in single, female-headed households. 

! j In Cleveland the figure was 70%. In D.C. it was 77% and in Dayton it was 

76%. The standardized test [scores] of choice students before they began in 
I | private school showed that they averaged below the 31st percentile in D.C., 

and below the 26th percentile in Dayton. In other words, choice students 
were generally performing in the bottom third academically.” 17 



Witte, et al., “Fifth Year Report — Milwaukee Parental Choice Program,” 1995. 




LAB, “An Evaluation: Milwaukee Parental Choice Program,” 2000. 

Metcalf, “Evaluation of the Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring Program, 1996-1999,” 1999. 

Jay Greene, “A Survey of Results from Voucher Experiments: Where We Are and What We Know,” 
prepared for the Conference on Charter Schools, Vouchers, and Public Education, sponsored by the 
Harvard Program on Education Policy and Governance and the Manhattan Institute for Policy 
Research, March 8-10, 2000, Cambridge, MA. 
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Such unambiguous facts should be sufficient to counter lies about who participates in 
school choice programs. However, Big Lies, once sown, often grow deep roots. 

j 

Consider the widely reported, wildly inaccurate, and fully uncorrected statement by 
former North Carolina Governor James Hunt, a visible, media-respected anti-voucher [ 

spokesman. Hunt said he “made education the hallmark of his administration.” His efforts I 
earned him the 1999 “Friend of Education” award of the Association of Education Publish- j 
ers. The June 13, 1999 Sunday edition of The Atlanta Journal and Constitution reported on j 
the award and Governor Hunt’s acceptance remarks, which contained major inaccuracies. j 

| 

The story, by Andrew Mollison of the Cox Newspapers Washington Bureau, was distrib- j 
uted to 16 daily Cox papers and 650 worldwide subscribing newspapers of The New York 
Times News Service and they appear on the worldwide web. This wide distribution of 
Hunt’s remarks, and his failure to correct the errors, illustrates how an uncritical media 
and a seemingly imperious elected official can legitimize Big Lies about school choice. 

1 

j 

Mollison’s story included the following: j 

“Gov. jim Hunt of North Carolina. . .said that instead of helping African-American 
children find alternatives to poor inner-city schools, most vouchers in an experiment in 
Milwaukee are being used by parents of ‘suburban white kids who are either already in 
private school or whose parents wanted them to be there.’” 

Three days later, The [Raleigh] News and Observer published excerpts of Hunt’s remarks. 

I 

The anti-voucher statements attributed to Governor Hunt are false. Specifically: j 

l 

• As noted earlier, suburban students are not even eligible for Milwaukee’s choice pro- 
gram. The program is used solely by children from low-income Milwaukee families, more 
than 80 per cent of whom are racial and ethnic minorities. 

j 

• As we have shown, multiple state studies show that Milwaukee’s (and Cleveland’s) program is j 

serving precisely those students that Governor Hunt claims are not benefiting. The same is j 
true in Florida. j 

j 

Howard Fuller wrote Governor Hunt, Mr. Mollison, and the editor of the Raleigh paper 
to seek a correction. The letters were not acknowledged. We are unaware of how many 
subscribers to the Cox News Service used the original, erroneous Mollison story. I 

j 

A related half-truth disseminated by school choice opponents is that vouchers are primarily j 
awarded to students already in private schools. Here, opponents of school choice again 
seek to establish that school choice programs benefit students who don’t need help. The 
following statement by the AFT is representative: 

“State enrollment figures show that, although the program was aimed at allowing 
public school students to leave low-performing public schools, only about one- 
third of Milwaukee voucher students came from public schools...” 18 

This claim also appeared in a USA Today letter to the editor in 1999: 



AFT, 1999, www.aft.org. 
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“...pjn the Milwaukee voucher plan, most vouchers appear to have been 
awarded to parents of students already in private schools.” 19 

Such claims are dishonest. By focusing only on the school that students attended in the 
immediate preceding year, students who entered the program from a public school in an 
earlier year are counted as “already in private schools.” Using this half-truth, most 
students in Milwaukee’s program will “already” have been in private school. Yet, most 
of those same students will have transferred to the program from a public school. 20 



Big Lie #2: Voucher programs do not serve students with special needs. 



BIG LIES 



FACTS 



j s “Private schools are not required to accept special 

; education students.” 

! 

i . 

i j AFT President Sandra Feldman, 1998, www.aft.org 

| j “[Disabled] kids... with learning disabilities... kids who 
; ! have behavioral problems, kids who have been 
; involved with the juvenile criminal justice system. 

I j Those kids get left behind [by school vouchers 
i | because] a lot of private schools. . .don't have to take 
j : them, so that leaves it for public education to deal with 
| | those children.” 

j ; 

i j Tammy Johnson, Wisconsin Citizen Action, 1999 



While true of private schools and many public 
schools, this is not true and intentionally misleading 
with respect to students eligible for school choice 
programs in Milwaukee, Cleveland, or Florida. 21 

No private school in Milwaukee may exclude any 
MPCP-eligible student based on specific education 
needs. In fact, many students come to the program 
having been ill-served by MPS. None of MPS’ schools 
accept all special needs students (see Note 10). 

In Florida, the state’s Scholarship Program for 
Students With Disabilities serves more than 1 ,000 
students with disabilities in 2000-01, its first year. 



I ! 

j 



No private school i ] 
in Milwaukee may I j 
exclude any MPCP- j ; 
eligible student j j 
based on specific j I 

education needs, i I 

1 | 



“...[l]fs deeply troubling to see that the schools in the 
[Milwaukee] voucher program are being permitted to 
turn their backs on children with special needs.” 

People for the American Way, 2000, www.pfaw.org 



Under the Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring 
Program, the state of Ohio provides special 
financial aid for schools that accept learning 
disabled students. One example, the Hanna 
Perkins School, serves emotionally disabled, low- 
income children. 

Here, PFAW willfully distorts a Wisconsin Legislative 
Audit Bureau report (Note 13), which in fact describes 
many private choice schools that do serve special 
needs students. The LAB report says there were at 
least 171 such students in the program in 1998-99. 



These Feldman and PFAW statements are classic half-truths. 



j i 
j > 

| j • While Feldman’s statement is accurate in the abstract, it is highly misleading. She implies 
j ! that private schools will not accept voucher students with special education needs, but we 

1 know of no actual case, cited by voucher opponents or any other source, where such a 




Letter to the Editor written by Ed O’Donnell Jr,, “School vouchers forget the students left behind,” 
USA Today, October 11, 1999. 

For example, in 1998-99, there were 6,050 students in the MPCP. Of those who attended school in 
1997-98, less than a third were in public school. From this, choice opponents assert that most choice 
students came from private schools. But a majority of those in private schools in 1997-98 had attended 
a public school before 1997-98. The vast majority of these students transferred to private schools 
either through the MPCP or the private scholarship program for low-income students known as 
PAVE. 

Fuller and Mitchell, “Selective Admission Practices? Comparing the Milwaukee Public Schools and the 
Milwaukee Parental Choice Program,” 2000. Howard Fuller and George Mitchell, “The Fiscal Impact 
of School Choice on the Milwaukee Public Schools,” Current Education Issues No. 99-2, Marquette 
University, ITL, March 1999. 
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student in a school choice program has been denied admission to a private school. i 

• The PFAW statement is a willful distortion of the Wisconsin LAB report, which states only 
that private schools are “not required” to provide the same services as in public schools. In 
fact, as we already have shown, many individual public schools are very selective. In PFAW’s j 
own words, these public schools are “permitted to turn their backs on” many students with 
special learning needs. In contrast, as we show, private schools in choice programs have j 

much less flexibility when it come to voucher students with special learning needs. 

Predictably, this version of the Big Lie quickly surfaced after President George Bush * 

proposed a voucher plan for low-income children at under-performing public schools. j 

I 

On January 24, 2001, Chicago Tribune reporters Ray Quintanilla and Noreen Ahmed- 
Ullah stated, with no attribution, that in Milwaukee “...most private or parochial schools 
will not take children with severe disabilities because the schools do not have the means | 

to offer sendees.” Such a story is the apex of the Big Lie strategy, with reporters blithely ; 

presenting inaccurate information that they apparendy accept as fact. We e-mailed 
Quintanilla regarding this error. We received no response. j 

| 

Contrary to this inaccurate Tribune report, many private schools accepting voucher i 

students offer a range of programs for special needs students. The Lutheran Special ; 

School in Milwaukee, which exclusively serves students with special needs, is one of 
several examples. Another example of vouchers specifically serving special needs 
students is Florida’s statewide Scholarship Program for Students with Disabilities 
(SPSWD). Students with disabilities who have made inadequate progress at their ! 

assigned public school are eligible for the SPSWD. This year, more than 1,000 students 
are participating. More than 105 private Florida schools have accepted SPSWD students. i 

i 

Paralleling the lie that voucher schools do not serve special needs students is the claim ' 

that “public schools cannot turn away anyone who comes to their door” 22 or that j 

“...nearly all public schools offer [special education] services.” 23 Such statements are 
again false. MPS data show that none of its elementary, middle, or high schools accepts \ 
all students with special education needs. 24 



A recent Milwaukee Journal Sentinel headline — “Special-education enrollment not so 
open” — underscores the fact that individual public schools routinely decline to admit 
students with special learning needs. Describing an inter-district open enrollment 
program involving only public schools in Wisconsin, the story cited a “47% denial rate 
of applications from special education students in the first year of open enrollment...” 25 

Regarding students with disciplinary problems, voucher opponents again wrongly claim 
that private schools exclude such students. Wisconsin law does not allow private schools 
to consider disciplinary history when reviewing voucher applications. In contrast to this 
open admission requirement for voucher students, MPS has an extensive program of alternative 
and partnership schools where it unilaterally transfers truants, adjudicated juveniles, and other “at 



22 Wisconsin Rep. Christine Sinicki, at a public hearing on 1999 AB 342, Milwaukee Area Technical College, 
November 17, 1999. 

23 www.aft.org, December 1998. 

24 Fuller and Mitchell, “Selective Admission Practices? Comparing the Milwaukee Public Schools and the 
Milwaukee Parental Choice Program,” 2000. 



MPS data show 
that none of its 
elementary, 
middle, or high 
schools accepts 
all students 
with special 
education 
needs. 



Amy Hetzner, “Special-education enrollment not so open,” Milwaukee journal Sentinel, February 19, 2001. i 

l 
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Existing school 
choice programs 
are not destroying 
“public education” 
or the vehicle that 
currently delivers 
most public 
education, namely, 
public schools. In 
fact, choice 
programs are a 
positive spur to 
public schools. 



risk” students. Many of these are private, non-profit schools. Their capacity, as of October 
1999, was 3,579 students, or more than 3% ofMPS enrollment. The majority of this capacity 
was in private organizations. 26 

Fermin Burgos, a former director of MPS alternative programs, said those programs let 
“MPS.. .provide a whole range of different options. . .tailor-made programs for pregnant 
teens, chronic disrupters, or students coming from juvenile institutions. With [pri- 
vate] contracting, we can offer those programs. In some cases [private schools] are 
more effective than traditional schools.” 27 MPS is not alone among public schools in 
relying heavily on private schools to educate some of its most difficult students. The 
practice is widespread. 28 



Big Lie #3: Voucher programs will “destroy” public education. 



Pollsters document a strong interest among citizens in improving public schools. 
Voucher opponents exploit this sentiment with unsubstantiated and exaggerated claims 
that choice might “destroy” public education and “drain” money from public schools. 

It is our belief that public education is a concept and that government-owned and 
government-operated schools represent but one way of delivering public education. 

As shown at the post-secondary level, there are many ways to provide public educa- 
tion beyond high school. The same is so in grades K-12, where society is choosing an 
increasing variety of ways to organize schools that deliver “public education.” 

We cite evidence showing that existing school choice programs are not destroying “public 
education” or the vehicle that currendy delivers most public education, namely, public schools. 
In fact, choice programs are a posidve spur to public schools. Any contentions of supposed 
unfair fiscal harm by school choice programs on public school systems is illusory. 



BIG LIE FACTS 



“...[T]here is no evidence that” vouchers will make 
public schools more responsive to parents’ wishes. 

Michael Apple and Gerald Bracey, “School Vouchers," 
January 24, 2001, Education Policy Project, University 
of Wisconsin-Milwaukee School of Education 



The evidence shows that existing voucher programs 
have had a significant and positive impact on public 
schools. 

As we describe in the following pages, the Milwaukee 
Public Schools (MPS) has responded to the competi- 
tive-environment created by the school choice program 
by granting greater school autonomy and gearing the 
district’s improvement efforts toward parents’ needs 
and preferences. All these efforts were publicized 
widely in the weeks and months prior to the Apple and 
Bracey report. 



Further, as we also describe, research in Florida, 
issued before and after the Apple and Bracey claim, 
shows that vouchers have spurred statewide 
improvement in low-performing public schools. 




Henryette Fisher, “ALT SCHOOL ENROLLMENT AS OF 10/19/99,” MPS Division of Small Com- 
munity Schools, October 10, 1999. 

Janet Beales and Thomas Bertonneau, “Do Private Schools Serve DifficuIt-to-Educate Students?,” 
Mackinac Center for Public Policy and the Reason Foundation, October 1997. 

Ibid. 
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The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel has reported extensively on this issue. r 

• A November 1 5, 2000 story listed several MPS schools that had sought, and received, “more 

freedom to shape their programs than traditional [public] schools.” The paper explained, “The \ 
schools clearly were aiming to reshape themselves to be more appealing in a more competitive I 
school market.” 29 ] 

| 

• On November 28, 2000, the Journal Sentinel cited changes in “the fundamental realities of how \ 

many [public] schools operate in Milwaukee.” It described “decisions to make schools more 
independent, more innovative, more attuned to their communities — and, most of all, more ! 

popular with parents in an era where Milwaukee parents have more choices for publicly funded j 
education than perhaps anyone in American history.” 30 I 

i 

• A Journal Sentinel editorial on January 23, 2001 stated, “Milwaukee’s choice program [has] put 
pressure on Milwaukee Public Schools to improve.” Further, the paper’s senior education 
reporter observed, “the spirit of choice is permeating the Milwaukee Public School. . . [S]chools 
are trying with once-unthinkable earnestness to win over parents.” 31 

Illustrating the positive new environment, MPS has launched an extensive campaign to 
encourage parents to choose public schools. The campaign includes radio, newspaper, and 
TV ads, a 30-minute infomercial about the district, billboards, and district- wide open 
houses. In a January 12, 2001 interview on Wisconsin Public Television, Milwaukee 
Superintendent Spence Korte readily agreed that MPS is trying to be competitive: 

“Like many other monopolistic operations, you get a little bit complacent when 
you’re the only game in town... We needed to be able to compete, to really get 
better, and to be more sensitive to what parents are telling us they need.” 32 

Demonstrating the new emphasis on better serving parents and families, Korte stated on a 
January 10, 2001 radio interview, “We are dedicating ourselves to make sure that public 
schools know how to reach out and know how to serve families and we’re the logical place 
for people to start for their educational programs. We hope they’ll give us a good look.” 33 

Notwithstanding all the above, Michael Apple and Gerald Bracey blithely say that “no 
evidence” exists showing that public schools respond positively to school choice. 34 Their 
assertion originally appeared in an error-laced paper posted on the internet by Apple and 
Bracey on December 1, 2000. On noticing many errors in .this publicly issued paper, 

Kaleem Caire wrote Apple and Bracey, who on January 24, 2001 posted a revised paper 
containing some corrections. 35 



Alan Borsuk, “MPS panel backs charter, K-8 schools,” Milwaukee journal Sentinel November 15, 2000. j 

Alan Borsuk, “MPS establishment taking Korte’s cue for sweeping change,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel 
November 28, 2000. \ 

Milwaukee Journal Sentinel Editorial Board, “Choices on choice schools,” January 23, 2001. Alan Borsuk, I 
“MPS schools work to woo parents,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel January 7, 2001. 

“Weekend,” Wisconsin Public Television, WMVS-TV, Milwaukee, “The School Down the Block,” 

Anchor Patty Lowe, January 12, 2001. 

WTMJ-4 TV (NBC), “Our Lights are On for You,” interview with Milwaukee Public Schools Superinten- j 
dent Spence Korte, January 10, 2001. 

Michael Apple and Gerald Bracey, “School Vouchers,” Education Policy Project, CERAI-00-31, January 
24, 2001, www.uwm.edu/Dept/CERAI/ edpolicyproject/ cerai-00-31.htm. 



Caire’s letter was sent on December 18, 2000. 
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In Florida, the 
A+ Opportunity 
Scholarship 
Program also has 
had an important 
and positive impact 
on public schools. 



Purveyors of school choice Big Lies are loathe to admit error. Thus, the January 24 corrections by 
Apple and Bracey suggest how completely inaccurate and slipshod their original paper was. The 
corrections should sound a five-alarm alert to the news media, as Bracey is a widely quoted source 
of anti-school choice claims. 

Apple and Bracey are among a group of openly hostile school choice critics affiliated 
with the Education Policy Project (EPP), a unit of the University of Wisconsin- 
Milwaukee’s Center for Education Research, Analysis, and Innovation (CERAI). 

CERAI is directed by Alex Molnar, a widely quoted UW-M education professor. The 
CERAI website contains a wealth of inaccurate information about school choice. In 
response to a Wisconsin Open Records Act request, UW-M provided us with informa- 
tion showing that national and local teachers’ unions provided more than $300,000 to 
the EPP in the last two years. 36 The EPP issued the erroneous Apple-Bracey paper. 

If choice is destructive of public schools, as opponents claim, consider an October 24, 
2000 USA Today report on the percentage of fourth grade MPS students scoring at or 
above proficiency levels on statewide tests. Between 1997-98 and 1999-00, when the 
choice program grew rapidly, the scores of MPS students rose substantially . In 1997-98, 
fewer than half of fourth graders were proficient in reading, math, science, and social 
studies. Yet by last year, a majority of MPS fourth graders achieved proficiency in all 
four categories. 37 

In Florida, the A+ Opportunity Scholarship Program also has had an important and 
positive impact on public schools. This is true statewide and in Pensacola, the site of the 
first two schools where students were eligible for vouchers. 

According to the former chairwoman of the Escambia County (Pensacola) School Board: 

“Before the passage of Gov. Bush’s A+ Education plan... many people had never 
heard of Spencer Bibbs or A. A. Dixon elementary schools... To hear many 
people tell it, the A+ plan was going to leave our public schools in crumbling 
ruins. Some teachers and administrators called the program ‘dangerous’ and 
‘destructive,’ worrying that allowing students to leave failing schools would 
condemn those schools to continued failure. But they were wrong. 

“...[T]he Escambia County School District responded to the threat of 
competition. Extended reading, math and writing time blocks were instituted at 
Bibbs and Dixon. Students were offered after-school and Saturday tutoring. A 
major effort was launched to reduce student absenteeism. And, the community 
became involved through mentoring and volunteer programs to assist teachers 
in working with children to increase their performance. 

“With the recent return of this year’s [state test] scores and new school grades, 

Escambia County schools have shown nothing but improvement across the 
board. Last year, nine of our county’s schools were given a failing grade by the 
state. We should be particularly proud that all of them have improved their 
scores this year... The opportunity scholarship program uses the most persuasive 
tool we have as an incentive to get schools to perform — money.” 38 

When The New York Times visited Spencer Bibbs and A.A. Dixon, it reported that, in 




36 Sources of these funds were the National Education Association, its Wisconsin affiliate (the Wisconsin 
Education Association Council), and the American Federation of Teachers. 

37 Tamara Henry and Anthony DeBarros, “Vouchers enter second decade: Milwaukee finds no easy 
answers in school choice,” USA Today , October 24, 2000. 

38 Cary Stidham, “Gov. Bush’s A+ plan proves to be winner for schools,” Pensacola News Journal, 
September 5, 2000. 
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